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Symbolic. Functional-conventional play develops into symbolic play when the
child begins using mental symbols to represent circumstances or objects that might not be
present. This stage is the most complex form of play (Casby, 2003) and is when pretend
or make believe play first emerges. During this stage a child may pretend to sleep at a
time other than naptime or bedtime, a child may pretend to write a check or feed a baby,
or may use an object to represent something else (i.e., pretend a pen is an airplane; Casby,
2003).
In summary, play typically progresses through these four different stages from
simple manipulations to more complex make believe actions. As these different play acts
develop, a link to various areas of child development, such as cognition, social-emotional
regulation, and language can be seen. For this reason, play-based assessment can be used
to evaluate current areas of child development. Each of these areas and their relationship
to play will be explored further in the following sections.
Play and Cognitive Development
The relationship between play and cognitive development has been studied
extensively. Play has been linked to increases in problem solving and divergent thinking,
perspective taking, and improvement in decentration and reversibility (Athanasiou,
2007). Many of the studies referenced here regarding the link between play and
cognitive development are dated. The dated studies may be a testament to this area of
research being well established, resulting in a decline in recent years.
The significance of symbolic play on cognitive development was demonstrated in
a study conducted by Golomb and Cornelius (1977). In this study children either received
symbolic play training (to increase their use of symbolic play or their ability to transform
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a play object temporarily in make-believe) or a constructive (control) play group that
included more traditional play activities such as assembling puzzles and drawing tasks.
Pre and post training conservation tasks were used to assess differences between the two
groups. Results indicated that children in the symbolic play training group showed
significant improvement on conservation tasks compared to children in the constructive
play training group (Golomb & Cornelius, 1977).
Another study that provides support to the evaluation of cognitive development
through play was conducted by Dansky and Silverman (1973). In this study, the effects of
play on associative fluency (or the tendency to produce multiple ideas in response to
questions or situations) using the Alternate Uses Task were examined. Children were
divided into one of three play conditions: a play condition where children were allowed
to play with a variety of materials (e.g., paper towel, screwdriver, wooden board) freely,
an imitation condition where children were allowed to imitate behaviors with the same
objects as the play group, and a neutral or control condition where children were given 4
coloring pages and a box of crayons (Dansky & Silverman, 1973). Results indicated that
children in the play condition provided a higher number of nonstandard responses than
the imitation and control groups which were reflective of the child's activities with the
objects during the play session. Therefore, the authors concluded that playful activity
increased the number of alternative uses children were able to provide for objects that
were part of the play session.
In a follow up study, Dansky and Silverman (1975) used different objects during
the Alternate Uses Task than those used during the play session to determine if playful
activity would also increase the number of alternate uses children would be able to
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with their peers (Connolly & Doyle, 1984). These results lead the authors to conclude
that "spontaneous engagement in this form of play is a beneficial aspect of the young
child's repertoire" because it promotes social competence (Connolly & Doyle, 1984).
In regards to emotional development, play has been linked to increases in selfregulation in preschoolers. Caplan and Caplan (1973) proposed that make believe play
may assist young children in coping with demands of daily life by manipulating reality in
a make believe play world. Furthermore, they suggest that pretend play allows children
to "express feelings and explore possible solutions to problems in a relatively safe
atmosphere" (Athanasiou, 2007). Hoffmann and Russ (2012) conducted a study to
further examine the relationship between pretend play and emotional regulation. Results
indicated that children who demonstrated higher levels of emotional regulation were
more comfortable engaging in play and also demonstrated higher levels of imagination
and organization during play. Also, children who showed more affect expression during
play narratives and those who demonstrated a wider range of emotions were rated by
their parents as having higher levels of emotional regulation (Hoffmann & Russ, 2012).
Athanasiou (2007) suggested that because children are in a high state of arousal during
play, play may provide a good environment for children to practice emotional regulation.
Furthermore, children may learn to regulate their emotions during play because learning
to control one's emotions ensures that children will have play partners.
Play and Language Development
Research has also demonstrated that play influences language development as
well as emergent literacy skills. Roskos and Christie (2001) conducted a critical analysis
of the research and found that many of the studies provide evidence that play facilitates
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to
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grown out
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child plays alone or
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preschool assessment should be "comprehensive and include information across the
developmental areas of motor skills, temperament; language, cognition, and
social/emotional development." Play-based assessment does just this, evaluating the
child's current level of functioning in these areas in order to determine ifthere are areas
that require intervention (Kelly-Vance & Ryalls, 2008).
Play is easily observed in young children. Many standardized traditional

psychological assessments (i.e., intelligence and achievement testing) are not
standardized for children under the age of three (Dykeman, 2008). Play-based
assessment is an advantageous alternative to traditional assessment because play can be
observed in children of all ages. However, the methods that have been developed for
play-based assessment are typically designed for infants and children up to five or six
years of age (Linder, 1993).
Play is developmentally appropriate. Another advantage of play-based

assessments is that the evaluation is better matched to the development of infants and
toddlers. For instance, it is difficult to assess preschool children reliably and validly using
traditional assessments because they are undergoing a period of rapid developmental
change. In addition, young children's behavior is not conducive to standardized
assessments because it is difficult for them to sit and focus for an extended period of
time. These limitations make traditional assessment difficult with young children.
According to Nagle (2007),
"Preschoolers typically have short attention spans, high levels of activity, high
distractibility, low tolerance for frustration, and are likely to fatigue easily. They
approach the test session with a different motivational style than older children

14
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care

Vance & Ryalls, 201
Play-based assessment has many advantages as it is the most natural form of
assessment to use with infants and toddlers. However, it is not without some limitations,
specifically disadvantages associated with observation techniques in general. Despite
disadvantages, play-based assessment still has many advantages over traditional
can be difficult to use

children this age.

not
to test

In

evaluating children with developmental disabilities are challenges with
assessments

are more fully explored
Traditional assessments adhere to strict standardization, which

makes evaluating young children challenging. For instance, it is not permissible to vary
instructions on

an item is presented. Traditional assessments

place demands

on

to
to

Play-based assessment allows
s capabilities. For example,

correct answers or
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can be made in the selection of
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to
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meet the needs of children with motor disabilities (Linder, 1993). According to
Athanasiou (2007), "children with sensory impairments and limited cognitive skills have
similar opportunities as typically developing children to display their skills in various
developmental domains during play."
Standardization sample. When using traditional assessments, young children
with developmental delays often do not fit into the standardization sample due to basal
levels that are too high or standardization samples that do not represent delayed infants
and toddlers (Finello, 2011). Bagnato and Neisworth (1994) surveyed school
psychologists' assessment techniques used with infants and toddlers. Approximately
60% of those surveyed reported using standardized tests, most commonly the StanfordBinet IV (Bagnato & Neisworth, 1994). Those who reported using standardized tests
also reported that nearly 43% of children assessed were rendered untestable when using
these assessments (Bagnato & Neisworth, 1994). In other words, almost half of the
children were unable to perform tasks required of the test either because of a delay,
disability or because the child refused to comply.
Children with developmental delay. Children with disabilities such as severe
emotional disturbances and autism are often deemed untestable when using traditional
assessments, but Linder (1993) suggested that in reality the examiner has failed to
evaluate the child with a more developmentally appropriate assessment. Bracken (1987)
urged that caution should be used when selecting a test for children less than four years of
age with noticeable delays. Linder (1993), Bagnato and Neisworth (1994), and others
suggested using alternative techniques such as play-based assessment when conducting
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reliability estimate of r = .575 in children with exceptionalities (Kelly-Vance & Ryalls,
2012).
Kelly-Vance and Ryalls (2008) also sought to develop play assessment
procedures that were practical for practitioners and families as well as valid and reliable.
Kelly-Vance and Ryalls (2008) investigated the research on proper toy selection
(Cherney et al., 2003), facilitation versus nonfacilitation during play assessment (King,
McCaslin, Kelly-Vance & Ryalls, 2003), familiarity of the observation setting (Drobny,
2003 ), and the impact of the presence of a peer during play observation (Fredenberg,
2004; Mendez, 2005). Use with special populations has also been examined (GillGlover, McCaslin, Kelly-Vance, & Ryalls, 2001; Johnson, 2005; Kelly-Vance,
Needleman et al., 1999).
Those trained in play-based assessment techniques can easily use this form of
assessment to obtain information about a child's level of functioning. The PLAIS
assessment is the most widely researched and therefore will be used for this study. Playbased assessments may incorporate rating scales or interviews into the overall
assessment. However, as of yet, the PLAIS does not incorporate a parent report piece
directly related to the child's play activities. Research has shown that parents are quite
knowledgeable of the general nature in which play develops throughout childhood and
thus, it is reasonable to assume parents would be able to report on their own child's
current play acts to some degree of accuracy.

Parents' Knowledge of Play and Development
Little research has been conducted on parents' knowledge of play. A handful of
studies have examined mother's knowledge of development related to play. In general,
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research has shown that mothers are quite knowledgeable about the order in which
children develop certain abilities, but are less knowledgeable about precisely when those
abilities emerge (Hart, n.d.). Tamis-LeMonda, Damast, and Bornstein (1994) developed
a 24 item play scale of play actions that typically emerge within the first year oflife.
These actions ranged from concrete exploration to sophisticated symbolic play. Mothers
were asked to rank the 24 items in order of difficulty, with 1 being the easiest and 24
being the most difficult (Tamis-LeMonda et al., 1994). All participants in the study were
first time mothers whose children were currently 21 months of age. Results indicated
that mothers' modal ranks for each activity correlated with the empirical ranking .90 and
mean rankings correlated .87 indicating that overall, the mothers were "highly sensitive
to the ordinal nature of play" (Tamis-LeMonda et el., 1994).
Tamis-LeMonda, Damast, and Bornstein (1996a) then observed the play
interactions between the mothers and their children one week after the mothers completed
the surveys. The purpose of this part of the study was to examine if mothers who knew
more about play development in general played at a higher level with their children than
those who were less familiar with the developmental nature of play (Tamis-LeMonda et
al., 1996a). The authors recorded the mothers playing with their children and coded the
play acts into one of three levels for the mothers and one of four levels for the children.
Mother and child play levels were exploratory, nonsymbolic, and symbolic. The
children's play level also included a code of off-task for when the child was not engaged
in exploratory, nonsymbolic, or symbolic play activities for more than 2 seconds. The
authors first examined the results of the base rates of the different levels of play for both
mothers and children.

24
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Overall, mothers prompted more symbolic play than exploratory or nonsymbolic
play and there were no differences in rates of exploratory and nonsymbolic play prompts
(Tamis-LeMonda et al., 1996a). Children were engaged in exploratory play more often
than any other level of play. Children were also engaged in symbolic play or off-task
more frequently than they were engaged in nonsymbolic play but no differences were
found between the rates at which children were off task or engaged in symbolic play
(Tamis-LeMonda et al., 1996a). In other words, children were engaged in exploratory
play most often while symbolic play and off-task behaviors both being the second highest
frequency. Nonsymbolic play was seen the least.
In another study, Tamis-LeMonda, Chen, and Bornstein (1998) assessed the short
term stability of mothers' knowledge of play. The authors speculated that mothers would
be more knowledgeable of developmental milestones that matched their own child's
current level of development, rather than past developmental milestones their children
have already met (Tamis-LeMonda et al., 1998). Participants in this study were mothers
of children ranging in age from 6 to 58 months. These mothers were given an 11 item
play scale. Items on the scale were randomly paired together and the mothers were asked
to indicate which of the 2 items were more difficult for a developing child. Two weeks
later the mothers were subjected to the same procedure to assess short-term stability
(Tamis-LeMonda et al., 1998). Results indicated that on average, mothers correctly
identified the easier level of play 40 out of 55 possible pairings during the first trial and
43 out of 55 pairings during the second trial. In general, mothers appeared to be able to
judge which item was easier between the two play items and their ability to judge which
item was easier was consistent over time. Although mothers were knowledgeable of
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which play items were easier and this knowledge remained stable over a two week
period, these results do not indicate whether mothers are aware of the ages at which these
different play levels typically emerge.
In an unpublished research study, Hart, Kelly-Vance, and Ryalls sought to
examine the relationship between parent knowledge and perceptions of play in general
and the child's level of play. The authors hypothesized that parents who were more
knowledgeable about play in general would have children who played at higher levels.
Participants in this study were 34 children ranging in age from 18 to 59 months and their
parents. Children were observed during play for 30 minutes and play acts were coded
using the Exploratory/Pretend Play subdomain of the PLAIS model. Parents were given
the Parent Play Questionnaire (PPQ) and the Parent Knowledge of Play Development
Task (PKPDT). The PPQ is an open ended questionnaire in which parents respond to
questions about their perceptions of play such as how they would define play and what
they do to encourage play in their child (Hart et al., n.d.). The PKPDT was developed
based upon the procedures used by Tamis-LeMonda et al. (1994) study discussed above.
Items on the PKPDT were selected form the Exploratory/Pretend Play subdomain of the
PLAIS. Items were presented to parents in a random order and parents were asked to
place the cards in order of easiest to most difficult for a child to perform (Hart et al.,
n.d.).
Results indicated that overall parents were quite knowledgeable of the ordinal
nature of play and which items would be harder for a child to perform. Accuracy scores
of the PKPDT ranged from 78 to 96% with an average score of 91 % (Hart et al., n.d.).
The average play score for the children was 8 .5 out of a possible score of 13 with 22
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children displaying non-age appropriate play. There was a positive correlation between
parent knowledge scores and child's play level for parents of 18-24 month old children
(Hart et al., n.d.). However, there were no other significant correlations between parent
knowledge scores and child's level of play for children ranging from 25-59 months. The
authors attribute the lack of significant findings in part to the small sample size.
While the studies discussed above have all demonstrated that parents appear to be
quite knowledgeable of the general developmental nature of play, no studies examined
how much parents know about their own child's level of play specifically. Existing
parent report questionnaires or interviews that touch on play include the Developmental
Assessment of Young Children (DAYC; V oress & Maddox, 1998), the Parent Child Play
Scale (Dunst, 1986), the Ages and Stages Questionnaire (Bricker & Squires, 1999), and
the Play History Interview (Takata, 1969). Some of these scales focus on temperament or
peer relationships during play. Some even focus on more academic tasks such as
counting. Perhaps the closest existing reports related to parent knowledge of their own
child's level of play are the DAYC and the Play History Interview.
The DAYC is a structured interview form, which also incorporates observation
and direct assessment when needed, that assesses cognition, communication, socialemotional skills, adaptive skills, and physical/motor skills (Voress & Maddox, 1998).
The assessment can be conducted as an interview with the child's parent or guardian or in
a direct assessment during which the examiner tries to elicit certain behaviors from the
child such as "child matches simple shapes such as circle, square, and triangle." The
PLAIS, unlike the DAYC, does not attempt to elicit behaviors from the child but instead
focuses on what the child does naturally in a play situation. The Play History Interview is
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based assessment model is the PLAIS (Kelly-Vance & Ryalls, 2008; Kelly-Vance &
Ryalls, 2012; Kelly-Vance, Gill et al., 1999; Kelly-Vance et al., 2000).
It is likely that parents will be able to accurately report their own child's play

activities, especially considering research has shown that parents tend to be quite
knowledgeable about the developmental nature of play in general (Hart, n.d.; TamisLeMonda et al., 1994; Tamis-LeMonda et al., 1996a; Tamis-LeMonda et al., 1998).
However, it was unknown whether the observational information gleaned from the
PLAIS would be similar to interview information obtained from a parent interview.
Information obtained from a parent interview may be more time efficient. On the other
hand, observing the child's play behavior directly may be a more accurate assessment of
the child's development, because the information is obtained directly. The PLAIS
currently is an observation assessment only. However, adding a structured parent
interview consisting of the same items used to code children's play during the
observation may provide a better picture of the child's overall ability.
Research Questions

The first research question examined whether there was a relationship between
children's play information obtained using the PLAIS interview and the PLAIS
observation. Based upon the research demonstrating that parents are knowledgeable
about the developmental nature of play, it was hypothesized that the overall relationship
between parent knowledge obtained via interview and direct observation of children's
play would be strong.
The second research question examined the level of agreement between the
information obtained from the PLAIS interview and the PLAIS observation. It was
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ranging in age from 6 months to 5 years (60 months). In addition, children in this age
range are likely to attend daycare or preschool, which is where recruitment and
observations initially took place. Since this was the first study to examine the
relationship between the PLAIS observation and the PLAIS interview, children identified
with severe developmental delay or disability were excluded.
Observational data was collected by video recording. Observations at the
preschool took place during free play time and were recorded by either the primary
investigator or the research assistants. The author of this study was the primary
investigator. Research assistants included two school psychology graduate students who
helped videotape, interview parents, and code video observations. Observational data
collected outside of the preschool setting were also videotaped. Video recordings were
completed by the child's parent within the child's home and also took place during free
play time. After collecting observational videos, parents shared them with the primary
investigator.
Setting

As mentioned previously the study took place either in a preschool setting or a
home setting. In the preschool setting videotaping took place during free play in the
preschool classroom at a local preschool in a small Midwestern town. Child participants
recruited from outside of the preschool were recorded during free play in their homes. It
is common to find children participating in free play in either the preschool/daycare
setting or the home setting. Free play is a time when children are free to self-select
various play activities and there is little (if any) adult instruction. The free play settings at
the preschool included 2-3 child size tables and chairs as well as 4-6 different centers.

32

PARENT PLAY KNOWLEDGE

Centers contained a variety of toys including but not limited to: Housekeeping (i.e.,
kitchen set with plastic dishes and toy food, baby dolls, small table and chairs); Dress up
(with accessories, dress up clothes); Building (various sizes of blocks, counting blocks,
tool sets, toy vehicles, miniature houses with play people, plastic farm animals with
barn); Art (easels, paper, crayons, markers, scissors, glue); Book comer (stuffed animals,
books, puzzles, counting blocks). The free play setting for the children recorded at home
varied slightly within each home but typically included a wide selection of toys including
dolls and doll accessories, play food and kitchen items, stuffed animals, toy vehicles, and
blocks.
Measures/ Materials
Demographic questionnaire. Parents were asked to complete a short
demographic questionnaire that provided information about their age, racial/ethnic
background, highest educational degree received, income, f~ily structure, and
relationship to the child (e.g. father, mother, etc.; Appendix B).
PLAIS observation. Each child participant was recorded for a total of 30
minutes during free play time at the preschool or in his/her home. The PLAIS was used
to collect data from child participants to determine the child's current level of play (see
Appendices C, D, E). The PLAIS is comprised of the Play Assessment and Recording
Coding (PARC; see Appendix C) form, the Play Descriptions and Codes (PDAC; see
Appendix D) form, and the Play Summary and Progress Monitoring (PSAP; see
Appendix E) form.
The PARC allows the examiner to record a description of the child's play acts and
then code the acts at a later time. On the PARC form the observer identifies the highest
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during the PLAIS structured interview, parents are asked questions regarding their child's
play (e.g., "Does your child put toys in his/her mouth? (e.g., sucks blocks)"). Parents
then report if their child does or does not perform this action. Parents can also indicate
that they have not observed a particular play act or their child has not had an opportunity
to engage in a particular play act.
All interviews begin with the first item under the Simple Pretend Play section
(i.e., Self-Directed Play) regardless of the child's age. If necessary, questions under the
Exploratory Play section are asked if it is suspected that the original start item (i.e., item
1. Under Simple Pretend Play) is too high for the child's level of development. These
procedures were developed considering Kelly-Vance and Ryalls' (2012) Play
Development Scale (Appendix G). For instance, Self-Directed Play, the first play act in
Simple Pretend Play, emerges around 12 to 16 months of age and Complex Pretend Play
emerges around 24-36 months. Thus, it was expected that the target population for this
study, 15 to 59 months, would have surpassed most of the items under the Exploratory
Play section and it would be inappropriate to ask these items unless the parent reported
that the child did not exhibit play that met the first item in the Simple Pretend Play
section. The PLAIS interview codes are arranged hierarchically and thus it would be
inappropriate to ask a parent, of a typically developing 3 year old, a question about a play
skill the child has likely mastered and no longer demonstrates, such as "Does your child
put toys in his/her mouth?"
Procedure

The primary researcher obtained IRB approval before collecting data. In addition,
the researcher obtained written permission from the preschool site director prior to
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contacting parents. The researcher obtained permission to collect data at the preschool by
contacting the director via telephone to explain the purpose and procedures of the study.
Written permission was obtained from the director prior to data collection. Flyers were
sent home with children attending the preschool (Appendix A). The flyers contained
information about the study as well as contact information for the researcher. Parents
were also recruited during drop off and pick up times at the daycare. Further details of
the study were explained to interested parents and written consent was obtained.
Due to low participant response from the preschool setting, additional participants
were recruited. These participants were recruited by direct contact from the primary
investigator and a similar flyer detailing the study was also provided to potential nonpreschool participants. Further details of the study were explained to interested parents
and written consent was obtained. (Appendix H). Assent was not obtained from the
child participants (from either the preschool or non-preschool group) because the children
selected for this study, ages 15 to 59 months, are likely too young to understand what
research is and what they are giving assent for. Therefore collecting true assent was not
possible. In addition, the examiner did not have direct contact with the children from
either the preschool or non-preschool groups.
Observations of child participants at the preschool took place in the preschool
setting during free play. Observations were conducted by the primary investigator, and
two research assistants. Each child participating in the study was observed for one 30
minute observation using the PLAIS observation and coding system. If a 30 minute
observation could not be conducted in one sitting (e.g., free play activity ends early that
day), a second observation was conducted. Multiple observations totaled 30 minutes.
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classifying targets into categories on a nominal variable. It is most commonly used to
estimate interrater reliability."

Results
The Relation between PLAIS Interview and Observation
A Spearman's Rank Order Correlation was performed to examine the relation
between the parent interview score (as obtained by the Play Assessment/Intervention
System structured interview) and the observation codes (as obtained by the Play
Assessment/Intervention System observation). Overall, including all 30 participants,
there was a positive correlation between the highest domain (out of 3 possible domains)
indicated via the parent interview and the highest domain coded from the observations,
though the relation was weak, rs(28)

=

.25,p = .19. The same procedure was conducted

to examine the relation between the highest subdomain indicated by parent interview and
the highest subdomain (out of 17 possible subdomains) coded from the observations.
Again, there was a weak positive correlation between the subdomain scores, rs (28) = .23,

p = .23. A correlation ranging from .01 - .25 is considered weak (Santrock, 2005).

Preschool participants. In order to examine the possibility of skewed results due
to the differences in observation location (preschool vs. in home), Spearman's Rank
Order Correlations were performed to examine the relation between the PLAIS interview
and the PLAIS observations with the data from the 11 preschool participants alone and
again with only the 19 participants recruited from outside of the preschool. When
examining only preschool participant data, there was no relation found between the
domain scores, rs(9) = 0.00, p = 1.00 and a very weak negative correlation was found
between the subdomain scores, rs (9)

=

-0.03,p = .93.
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Non-preschool participants. When looking only at data from participants
recruited outside of the preschool, there was a moderately positive correlation between
the interview and observation domain scores, rs (17) = 0.49,p = 0.03. This correlation
was statistically significant at the 0.05 level. A moderately positive correlation was also
found in regards to the subdomain scores when looking at only the data obtained from the
participants outside of the preschool setting, rs (17) = 0.48,p = 0.04. Again, this
correlation was statistically significant at the 0.05 level. According to Santrock (2003),
correlations ranging from .26 - .50 are considered moderate.

Agreement between PLAIS Interview and Observation
A Kappa Coefficient was used to examine the level of agreement between the
interview and observation codes at both the domain and subdomain level. A fair level of
agreement was found between the domain scores from the parent interview and the
observation codes (K = 0.28, p = .04). According to Altman (1991), a Kappa Coefficient
ranging from 0.21 to 0.40 is considered fair. A poor level of agreement was found
between the subdomain scores from the parent interview and the observation codes (K =
0.13, p = 0.06). According to Altman (1991), a Kappa Coefficient of0.20 or less is
considered poor. In other words, parent interview scores were only somewhat closely
aligned, 28% agreement, with the observation score at the domain level and had very
little alignment, 13% agreement, at the subdomain level.

Preschool participants. Again, the data were divided by participant group to
examine differences between the participants recruited from the preschool setting and
those recruited from outside of the preschool setting. When examining data from only
the 11 preschool participants, poor agreement was found among the domain scores (K =
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0.19, p = 0.28) and subdomain scores (K = 0.05, p = 0.55). In other words, parent
interview scores had very little alignment with the observations at the domain, 19%
agreement, and subdomain, 5% agreement, levels.
Non-preschool participants. When examining data from only the 19 participants

recruited outside of the preschool setting, a fair level of agreement was found among the
domain scores (K = 0.34, p = 0.08); however, a poor level of agreement was found
among the subdomain scores (K = 0.18, p = 0.05). In other words, parent interview scores
were only somewhat closely aligned, 34% agreement, with the observation scores at the
domain level and had very little alignment, 18% agreement, at the subdomain level.
Discussion

The purpose of this study was to assess parent's knowledge of their own child's
play activities and analyze how parent knowledge related to information obtained from
direct observations of play.

This was done by analyzing and comparing the results of a

structured interview, developed specifically for the purpose of this study, and the results
of the play-based observation system the interview was modeled after. Studies have
shown parents are well aware of the nature in which play skills unfold during childhood.
However, little appears to be understood about whether parents can correctly identify
their own child's play skills. This study sought to provide research on this topic and to
contribute to this gap in the research literature.
The Relation between the PLAIS Interview and Observation

Regarding research question 1, Is there a relationship between children's play
information obtained from the PLAIS interview and the PLAIS observation?, data from
the PLAIS interview and the PLAIS observation were analyzed to determine ifthere was
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a relationship at the domain level (i.e., Exploratory Play, Simple Pretend Play, and
Complex Pretend Play) and the subdomain level (i.e., 17 play subdomains). Weak
correlations were found at both the domain and subdomain levels between the parent
interviews and the observation codes when examining the data from all 30 participants
(both preschool and non-preschool participants). These findings suggest that children
obtaining high interview scores did not necessarily have high observation scores. For
example, if the parent interview indicated the child's highest subdomain play skill was an
agentive play act, the highest skill under the simple pretend play domain, there was only
a small likelihood that the observation also endorsed the child's highest play skill as an
agentive play act or a play skill close to this one in rank. There was also as a small
likelihood that the observation also endorsed the highest domain as simple pretend play.
The results fit with the hypothesis in regards to a positive correlation being found,
however, they do not fit in regards to the expected strength.
A larger correlation was found when examining only the data collected from the
participants recruited from outside of the preschool setting, though the correlation
differences were not statistically significant between the settings. The correlations
between the PLAIS interview scores and the PLAIS observation codes were moderately
positive and statistically significant at the domain and subdomain levels for the non. preschool participants. Though the correlations were moderate at best, it should be noted
that they were in the expected positive direction indicating that as scores on one measure
increased, scores on the other measure also increased. It is possible that a larger sample
size would have yielded strong correlations. Additionally, the participants from the nonpreschool group had higher levels of education overall. All participants from the non-
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reliable with each other when coding specific play skills demonstrated by children,
though this does not necessarily convey any meaning to what skills the child is truly
demonstrating at home and which method provides a more accurate measure of the
child's play level.
Another factor to consider is the nature of the interview method of data collection
in general. One limitation to interview methods, as mentioned previously, is the
possibility of over and under report on part of the respondent (Merrell, 2008). This type
of data collection procedure is subject to bias on part of the reporter. Raters may let their
personal feelings about the subject sway their ratings, either in a negative or positive
manner, and thus depict an inaccurate picture of the subject. As noted above, this is
known as the halo effect.
Additionally, no level of IOA was obtained for the interviews in the present study.
Though the research assistants were trained on how to conduct the interview, future
research may wish to obtain a minimum level of IOA among all raters before collecting
interview data. It may also be beneficial to obtain a level of IOA for all interviews. In
other words, interviews could be audio recorded or two researchers could sit in on the
interview so that both people could code the interview and a measure ofIOA could be
obtained.
On the other hand, these results might also suggest that children do not always
demonstrate their highest level of skills during an observational assessment. It was
possible that the parents see more play behaviors at home than what the child was able to
demonstrate during the 30 minutes of observation. If this was the case, these results
would not indicate that parents are any less knowledgeable about their child's play skills.
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Therefore, the consideration of parent input could prove valuable to the overall
assessment results. It is perhaps best to assume that both the observation and the parent
interview both provide valuable information to an assessment as opposed to using only
one in isolation. Using the observation provides a depiction of the skills the child
demonstrates within the observation setting. Adding the parent interview provides
information regarding what the parent presumably sees within the home. In cases where
observation and interview results do not match well, the examiner could use the interview
as an opportunity to ask additional questions which could help explain the mismatch.
Together, these two pieces of information could potentially provide the most
comprehensive and accurate picture of the child's abilities.
Limitations
There were some limitations to the study that are important to note. To begin
with, the present study lacked diversity in the participant population (see Tables 1 and 2
for child and parent demographic information). In regards to racial or ethnic background,
97% of the participants were Caucasian. Additionally, 50% reported an annual
household income of $70,000 or higher. It should be noted however, that 47% of the
participants preferred not to disclose their income. The participants were also primarily
recruited from the Midwest and results may not generalize to other populations.
Another possible limitation to the study is the setting in which the study took
place and the change in participant recruitment. In regards to the preschool setting, a
positive aspect was that it was familiar to the children. However, there was little control
over what items the children played with and if and how they interacted with adults
during the observations. Children had access to items in the play setting that did not
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proximity of the

to

being recorded in order to

to

to

were
assistants
way

which
Children recorded within

home environment were also within a familiar

setting. However, there was more control over the items the children had the opportunity
to play with. Parents of these children were given a list of suggested toy

during

to use

observation which suggested the exclusion of electronic items. These children
not

access to

not warrant a
or were

any
research

at
& Ryalls,

or even

a

or
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though
short period

after

a

observation, it is possible the children had developed higher

level play skills within that period of time. Again, it is interesting to note that when the
not match the observation coding, the majority of the time
observation coding was lower

the parent rating. Interviews with the
were conducted prior to the parent recording their
were

as

to

m
child's

of

area

it is important for more research to be

-~·~'~,·~

limitations of the present study provide some considerations
present study lacked diversity in
include a
procedures

area.

future research. The

participant population. Future studies may wish to

sample size with a more diverse population. It is also suggested that the
future

include more control over the setting. This would include
access to

as

no

room
which could have potentially led to an

the way the children played.
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to
at

to

likely be most accurate if collected from parents on the same

or

a

the observations. Additionally, the interview questions may need to be revised.
Participants

this

did not indicate a lack of understanding of the questions,

however, some participants did note that the examples were hard to apply to their male
particular

examples that mentioned dolls or other toy
as

act is a new

may

more

to

or one

Overall, the present

prove

results yielded moderate to no correlations at both the

domain and subdomain levels as well as fair to poor levels of agreement at the domain
level and poor levels

agreement at the subdomain level. Though

not strong, they were still
were

to

the expected positive direction.
on

low levels

agreement

interview than on the observation which may
s

the research literature.

correlations were

to
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Child Demographic Data
in Months
15-20
21 -30
31 -35
-40

3
6
2
3

10%
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0

46-50
5 56-

"'!

L,,

4
7
17

Female

13

43%

at
<5

5 --- 0
11 -15
16-21-25
-- 35
-40
>

Disability

2
1
4
2
1
1

10
5

3%
1
7%

33%
l
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2
Parent Demographic Data

87%
1

Grandmother

26
.J
"'
1

Male

.)

'"'

10%

Two
Three

Household
lI
18

Married
Divorced
Caucasian

2 Year Degree
4

1

3%

27
2
l

90%

29
1

97%

2
1

7%

3%

i:::

..)

10
12

Prefer Not to Say
< $1
$70,000 - $89,999

14
l
2
13

47%

Yes

30

100%

< 5
5-10
11 - 15
1621-

1
9
4
3
2

3%

7%

13%

4

31 -- 35

7

23%
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Appendix A

Dear Parents,

I am a School Psychology Graduate student at Eastern Illinois University. I am currently
working on my Graduate Thesis and am seeking participants to assist with my study.
My study examines the usefulness of a short parent interview I have adopted from a playbased observation called the Play Assessment/Intervention System. Play is an important
aspect of child development and some early childhood evaluations include play-based
observations as a way to assess young children's development.
Minimal participation is required for this study. If you agree to participate and agree to
have your child participate, I will meet with you to complete a brief (5 -10 minutes)
interview about the typical actions your child performs during play. Your child will be
observed in his/her preschool or daycare setting. Typically, preschool or daycare settings
have a time during the day when children can play freely without specific adult
instruction. Observations will take place during this time (i.e., free play) and therefore,
your child's typical preschool or daycare routine will not be any different from a typical
day.
If you have any questions or are interested in the study, please feel free to contact:

Jessie Shuemaker (primary researcher)
E-mail: jrshuemaker@eiu.edu
Telephone: (217) 821-1987

Dr. Margaret Floress (Thesis Chair/Supervisor of this study)
E-mail: mfloress@eiu.edu
Telephone: (217) 581-3523

Thank you so much for your consideration,
Jessie Shuemaker
School Psychology Graduate Student
Eastern Illinois University
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AppendixB
Parent Demographic Questionnaire
Your Name: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ Child's Name: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

Relationship to Child (example: mother, father, legal guardian, e t c . ) : - - - - - - - - - - - -

Child's Date of B i r t h : - - - - - - - -

Child's Gender: Male

Female

Your A g e : - - - - - - - - -

Your Gender:

Female

Male

Number of Children You Parent/Legal Guardian: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
Marital Status:

Prefer Not To Say
Married
Single
Divorced/Separated
Widow/Widower

Racial Background:

Prefer Not To Say
American Indian/Alaska Native
Asian
Black/African American
Caucasian/White
Hispanic
Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander
Other

Highest Educational Degree Earned:

Prefer Not To Say
High School/GED
Some College
Two Year College Degree/Associates
Four Year College Degree/Bachelors
Master's Degree
Doctoral Degree

Average Household Yearly Income:

Prefer Not To Say
Under $10,000
$10,000-$29,999
$30,000 - $49,999
$50,000 - $69,999
$70,000 - $89,999
Over $90,000
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Approximately how many hours per week does your child spend at daycare and/or preschool?
Less than 5 hours
5 -10 hours
11-15 hours
16-20 hours
21-25 hours
26-30 hours
30-35 hours
36-40 hours
More than 40 hours
Do you play with your child?:

Yes

No

If yes, approximately how many hours a week do you play with your child?

Less than 5 hours
5 -10 hours
11-15 hours
16-20 hours
21-25 hours
26-30 hours
31- 35 hours
36-40 hours
More than 40 hours
If yes, please describe how you play with your child such as what types of activities you do:

Does your child have a diagnosed disability?

Yes

No

If yes, please state d i s a b i l i t y : - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
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DESCRIPTIONS
Lisa

and

sucks
or handles toy (e,g., Urns
hand or visually examines it, bangs
Functional Action
one action with an
ranle, rolls ball, opens doors, presses buttons. rums wheel on car)
Combination (!'llC) - random combinations

"
"

n:

(e.g., shakes
and functions

"
"

Functional Combinations

based on similarities in how

sorter and then puts ball in bucket;
•

•

•
"
•

•

play
types
in and out of comainers, puts all animals in barn,
combines cup and saucer)
Pretend Plav (AP) - the child may be
but
ev1d::nce tc
them full credit for
lo ear but doesn ~t talk or n1ake sounds, touches co1nb to head of doll but does net
gesture)
make

Act (SD) - child acts on himself or
child eats from
an empty spoon, combs his/her hair, washes hands)
Act
- child acts on o;· with inanimate objects
child pours from a
to a cup, arranges nP'"'"mr1Pc
Other-Directed Play Act (OtD)- child acts on another person or lifelike
with
a coy
child feeds a doll, grooms a
wash mom with
sponge. rock doll)
Substitution Play Act (Sub) one object to stand in
a block is
a toothbrnsh as a paintbrush or
Repetitive Combinations (RC) - the same
directed tov,:ard two or more different
2 doll's mouth, then to the mouth of
and self)
,, ariable Combinations
- tl1c same
behavior is seen with different toys on
one
(e.g., child
to eat a sandwich, then cookie, then a carrot)
Agentive Play Act (AGP) - action is attribmed to animate or lifelike toy ( e,g,, child
makes a doll dnve a car. makes a doll shovel sand, makes toy
bite or bark l
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3) COMPLEX PRETEND PLAY (CPPJ
Multiple Step Play Act (MP): Multi-step pretend play sequences involve a:ny combination
of2 or more Simple Pre1end Play Acts.

4! NONPLA Y BEHAVIORS fNP) - behaviors seen in the absence of any play with a toy
• Unoccupied (Un): stationary child exhibits behavior with lack of goal or focus
• Transition (Tr): child moves from one activity to another or prepares for, sets out, or
tidies up an activity
• Conversation (Co): child actively listens or comm1micates verbally in the absence of
play
• Aggression (Ag): child expresses displeasure, anger, or disapproval through physical
means in the absence of play
• Rough and Tumble (RT): child is engaged in playful physical activity without toys
• Wandering (Wa): child walks around without playing: may be looking at toys

ADDITIONAL CODING OPTIONS
SOCIAL SKILLS
Play Partners
· Number: How many children and adults are involved in the play?
Child(ren): Record the number of additional children in the play.
Adule: Record the number of adults in the play.
Play Initiation and Response
Initiator: Child initiates play with another child or adult
Other Initiator: Another child initiates the play with the target child.
Follower: Child follows play of another child or adult
Other Follower: A.nother child accepts the play initiation of the target child
Talking During Play (This can be a conversation with an adult or another child or the target
child could be talking to him/herself.)

BEHA. VI ORS -that interferes with or impede plav
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Play Assessment/Intervention System

ew

rent Structu

rm
Instructions:
Interviews

start on item 1

or

on

the Simple Pretend Play Scale. If the parent answers
reverse to

9 of

A

basal of 3 consecutive answers of "Yes" must be reached before moving back to item 2
sea

the

a

or

Observed" to 4 consecutive items, the interview may be discontinued. Read and explain
rating

to

parent. Make sure

parent understands

between the ratings. Once parent understands, read item 1 of the Simple Pretend Play
to the parent

circle his/her response. Continue reading the items and circling

responses until the ceiling has been met. Follow basal and ceiling rules stated above.
Rating Options
Yes: The child performs this type of action during play. Parent has seen the child
perform this type of action and knows child does perform this type of action.
No: The child does not perform this type of action during play. Parent knows the child
does not perform this action. Child may not be old enough to perform action.
Not observed: Parent is not certain if the child performs this type of action because
he/she has not observed it, has not had the opportunity to witness such an action, or
child may not have had an opportunity to demonstrate the action.
Exploratory Play
1. Does your child put toys in his/her mouth? For

Yes

No

Not Observed

Yes

No

Not Observed

example, child sucks on blocks or puts plastic keys
in his/her mouth.
2. Does your child inspect toys visually and/or
inspects toys by physically handling the toys? Child
may turn toys over in hands or bang toys against
the floor, against wall, or against other objects.
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3. Does your

one sim

a

Yes

No

Not

Yes

No

Not Observed

Yes

No

Not Observed

Yes

No

Not Observed

Yes

No

Not Observed

Yes

No

Not Observed

toy? For example child rolls balls or if child has a

up

on it.

presses a

4. Does

or

groups toys not based on any identifiable
the

stacking

items that have no common features such as a toy
car and a block or the child grouping items like a
block, a ball, and a race car into a pile.
5. Does your child group toys together based on
similarities in how the toys look? For example,
when stacking blocks does your child put all blocks
of the same size or all blocks of the same color
together or does your child group all toy animals
together?
6. Does your child group toys together based on
similar uses or functions of the toys? When playing
with kitchen items does your child put a fork with a
plate or if playing with dolls does your child put a
pacifier with a baby bottle?
7. Does your child perform more than one action
on the same toy or appropriately name the toy
verbally? For example, is your child able to name
certain toys such as calling a ball a "ball" or does
child perform actions like putting a ball into a
shape sorter and then putting the same ball into a
bucket?
8. Does your child group objects together multiple
times either based upon similarities or randomly?
For example, might move blocks and balls in and
out of a container, put all animals into a barn, or
put tea cups with saucers.
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an

9. Does

Yes

No

Not

Yes

No

Not Observed

Yes

No

Not Observed

Yes

No

Not Observed

Yes

No

Not Observed

Yes

No

Not Observed

Yes

No

Not Observed

that certain objects are associated with specific
but

not

For

iy

example, child puts a toy phone to his/her ear but
does not ma

noise or say any words

receiver or child puts a brush to a dolls head but
does not run the

through

doll's hair.

Simple Pretend

1. Does your child perform pretend play actions on
him/herself? For example, child pretends to wash
his/her hands or drink from a cup.
2. Does your child play with inanimate objects? For
example, pretends to pour water from a pitcher
into a cup or arranges a doll's bedding.
3. Does your child play with another person or
lifelike object while using a toy? For example,
when playing with a doll child puts a spoon to the
doll's mouth to feed it or brushes a stuffed dog's
hair with a brush.
4. Does your child use an object to represent or
stand in for a different object? For example, child
uses a toothbrush as a paintbrush or pretends a
block is a telephone.
5. Does your child perform the same behavior with
the same toy two or more times but directs the
play toward two or more different objects or
people? For example, puts a cup to a doll's mouth
and then puts cup to own mouth or brushes a doll's
hair and then brushes a stuffed dog's hair.
6. Does your child perform the same behavior
more than once with different toys but directs
action at only one object or person. For example,
child pretends to eat a plastic cookie and then a
plastic carrot.
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7. Does your child give actions to lifelike toys? For

Yes

No

Not Observed

Yes

No

Not Observed

example, child makes a doll drive a car or makes a
dog bark.
Complex Pretend Play

1. Does your child perform two or more of the
previous play actions discussed above at the same
time? For example, child pretends a card is a
sandwich and a block is a cup. Child then pretends
to feed these items to a doll. OR child or pretends
a box is a racecar and has a stuffed dog drive the
car around.
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Appendix G

SCALE
EXPLORA TORY/PRETEND

!.
")

[up to 9 months]
holds object and

examines it,

r to 12

3.

functional activity
one action with an object) (e.g., shakes rattle, rolls
opens doors, presses buttons, turns wheel. on
[9- l 2 months]
4. Inappropriate combinatorial (i.e., random combinations of objects and
puts
12 months: 13+ months]
toy dish on car)
- stack toy
5. Combinations based on
6. Combinations based on function - put toy lid on teapot
7. Appropriate
(i.e., performs two or more actions with
combines
moving
in and out of containers, puts all
animals in barn, combines cup and saucer) [12-r months; 15+ months]
8. Transitional
approximation of pretend
without confim1atory evidence: e.g.,
puts phone to ear but doesn't talk or make sounds, touches comb to head of doll but does not
make combing
9. Self-directed acts (e.g., child eats from an empry spoon, combs his/her hair. washes
6
10.
animate - wash morn with toy sponge
11. Object-directed acts (child acts on or with inanimate objects)
child pours from a
to a cup, arranges bedclothes) [ l 2-1 8 months 1
l 2. Agentive inanimate - rock doll
13. Passive other-directed acts (acting on another person or lifelike object with a toy) l e.g., child
focds a doll, grooms a
!4. Single-scheme combination (i.e., the same play behavior with the same toy is directed toward
two or more different objects/people or same play behavior with different mys 011 on.:
object/person)
child puts an empty cup to a doll's mouth, then to the mouth of
,..,..,.,,..,,,.,,,,,,,,.and self or child pretends to cat a
then a cookie, then a
!9
15. Sequenced self-- stir in toy cup and eat from toy spoon
16.
agentive animate - pour into toy cup from toy teapot and feed mom
17. Sequenced agentive inanimate cover doll with blanket and pat to sleep
1.8. Active other-directed acts (action is attributed to animate or lifelike objects)
child
makes a doll drive a car, makes a doll shovel sand, makes toy
bite or bark)
months] Vicarious
l 9. Self-substitution - usc block as sponge and wash own face
20. Agentive animate substitution - put toy plate on mom's head as hat
21. Agentive inanimate substitution - use spoon as brnsh and brush doll's hair
22. fvlultischeme combinations a: short sequences \i.e., two different play behaviors appear in a
(e.g., child pours
into a cup and gives a do!l a drink from the cup) [24-36
months]
23. Sequenced vicarious - make stuffed bear walk to toy car and drive away
24. Sequenced self substitution - stir in toy pot with comb as spoon and cat from comb
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AppendixH

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH
Parent Knowledge of Child's Level of Play: Implications for Early Childhood and Preschool
Assessment
You are invited to participate in a research study to fulfill the requirements of a master's thesis,
conducted by Jessie Shuemaker, a School Psychology graduate student at Eastern Illinois
University, and supervised by Dr. Floress, a professor in the School psychology program at
Eastern. Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary and you may withdraw you and
your child's participation at any time. Please ask questions about anything you do not understand,
before deciding whether or not to participate.

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY
The purpose of this study is to examine the usefulness of a structured parent interview in the
assessment of the developmental level of play in children. This interview was derived from a
widely used observational play-based assessment.

PROCEDURES
If you volunteer your child to participate in this study your child will be asked to:
•

Be observed either live or video recorded during 30 minutes of free play at his/her
daycare/preschool

If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will be asked to:
•

Complete a brief 10-15 minute interview regarding your child's play activities

POTENTIAL RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS
Since your child is unlikely to know they are being observed and their routine will be consistent
with a typical day at preschool, there are no foreseeable risks to your child associated with this
study. There are no foreseeable risks to you, as a result of answering questions regarding your
child's play, associated with this research study.

POTENTIAL BENEFITS TO SUBJECTS AND/OR TO SOCIETY
Potential benefits to society include the addition of further information to the research on best
practices in early childhood and preschool assessment.

CONFIDENTIALITY
Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can be identified with you
will remain confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission or as required by law.
Participants will be assigned ID numbers. Confidentiality will be maintained by: securing the data
in a locked cabinet in Dr. Floress's office in the Physical Science Building or in a locked cabinet
in my home, not allowing anyone besides myself, Dr. Floress, and a trained research assistant to
view the data and by destroying or erasing the data after one year.
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PARTICIPATION AND WITHDRAWAL
Participation in this research study is voluntary. If you volunteer to be in this study, you may
withdraw at any time without consequences of any kind or loss of benefits or services to which
you are otherwise entitled. There is no penalty if you withdraw from the study and you will not
lose any benefits to which you are otherwise entitled.

IDENTIFICATION OF INVESTIGATORS
If you have any questions or concerns about this research, please contact:

Jessie Shuemaker (primary researcher)
E-mail: jrshuemaker@eiu.edu
Telephone: (217) 821-1987
Or
Dr. Margaret Floress (Thesis Chair/Supervisor ofthis study)
E-mail: mfloress@eiu.edu
Telephone: (217) 581-3523

RIGHTS OF RESEARCH SUBJECTS
If you have any questions or concerns about the treatment of human participants in this study, you
may call or write:

Institutional Review Board
Eastern Illinois University
600 Lincoln Ave.
Charleston, IL 61920
Telephone: (217) 581-8576
E-mail: eiuirb@www.eiu.edu
You will be given the opportunity to discuss any questions about your rights as a research subject
with a member of the IRB. The IRB is an independent committee composed of members of the
University community, as well as lay members of the community not connected with EIU. The
IRB has reviewed and approved this study.
I voluntarily agree to participate in this study. I understand that I am free to withdraw my consent
and discontinue my participation at any time. I have been given a copy ofthis form.

Printed Name of Participant

Signature of Participant

Signature of Investigator

Date

Date

PARENT PLAY KNOWLEDGE

81

Appendix I
Instructions for Recording Free Play

•

Free play is play that is not facilitated by an adult - children play freely with toys
of their choosing
o

You can interact with your child if you need, but keep it minimal:
•

o

•

Use encouraging phrases like "good job!" and "nice playing!"

The main idea is to not instruct child on what to play with or how to play
with the toys

Suggested toys:
o

Kitchen items

o

Play food

o

Dolls with accessories - bottle, blanket, comb/brush, etc.

o

Stuffed animals

o

Dress up

o

Shape sorters

o

Blocks

o

Toy vehicles

o

Playphone

o

Tool set

o

Barn with farm animals

o

Toy animals

•

You can use whatever similar toy items you have to this list.

•

Gather toys and put them in an area with room for the child to play (probably
wherever he/she typically plays already)

•

Record 30 minutes of free play
o If you cannot get 30 consecutive minutes, two 15 minute recordings will
be fine.

